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Abstract†
This present study was carried out to indicate that mastery in foreign language is achievable for adults similar to children, only 
that it is greatly slowed by mental pollution — contamination of the mind by different forms of sexual, violent and scary visual 
images — which younger learners are mostly protected from. In order to inquire further  about mental pollution hypothesis, 47 
EFL freshman students were surveyed about their daily routine including TV viewing, using internet, and playing video games – 
common sources of mental pollution. The findings of the study revealed a strong relationship between academic achievement and 
time spent on multiple media tools. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
A substantial amount of research reports that age is not always an obstacle but at times a facilitator as far as 
learning a foreign language is concerned (Snow & Hoefnagel-Hohle, 1978; Eckstrand, 1978). In line with these 
research results, motivational factors play a far greater role than maturational factors in learning foreign and second 
languages. Bialystok (1997), Hyltenstam and Abrahamsson (2003) argue that the studies that relate mastery in 
second or foreign language mostly to age factors is restricted. Bialystok (1997) points out that both the period of 
residence and the time spent using the target language are more determinate factors in second language acquisition 
(SLA) than maturational factors. Similarly, Scovel’s (1988) in-depth research did not confirm age as a serious 
barrier for foreign language learning (FLL). According to the same researcher, there is no full evidence that 
biological restrictions exists in SLA or FLL apart from acquisition of pronunciation. 
If age is not the only critical factor for competence in foreign language learning, the obstructive role of other 
factors responsible for poor performance of many adult language learners should be taken into consideration.  Cook 
(2001) lists the following factors for the failure of many adult learners to learn a foreign language: 
‘physical factors such as the loss of ‘plasticity’ in the brain and ‘lateralization’ of the brain; social factors such as the 
different situations and relationships that children encounter compared to adults; and cognitive explanations such as 
interference with natural language learning by the adult’s more abstract mode of thinking’ (pp. 113).  
Also, Scovel (1988) and Krashen (1985) assert that rather than age, proficiency limitations in a second or foreign 
language may be mostly due to affective, social, psychological, and cognitive factors such as language aptitude, 
motivation, attitude, self-esteem, quality of input, anxiety, and so on. 
After having shortly discussed the explanatory weakness of the age factor for optimum proficiency in a foreign 
language after the critical period, a biological period for language learning ending around age 14 (Lenneberg, 1967), 
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I will examine how the mental pollution hypothesis may explain why adults cannot achieve a noteworthy 
competence in learning a second language, something considered quite easy for children. I will argue that mental 
pollution, defined by Cetin and Flamand (2010) as ‘ a person’s frequent exposure to cognitively distracting and 
emotionally affective external stimuli in different forms’ also plays a significant role in the FLL process along with 
other competing factors. 
Cetin and Flamand (2010) define mental pollution as: ‘comedic, violent and sexually suggestive distractors in 
various media formats ranging from short internet clips to popular commercial advertisements which may be said to 
constitute the most common form of intentional or unintentional exposure to mental pollution adults experience 
today.’ Depending on their content and quality, once experienced they can be detrimental to the learning process, as 
they excite emotions, interfere with focus, and can cause physiological responses, which instantly increase the blood 
pressure and heart rate and thereby greatly distorts people’s judgment and decision making. It is primarily adults 
who are permitted to see violent, sexual, and scary entertainment programs because of the independence provided by 
their age. Therefore, they are more readily exposed to mental pollution by the sexual, violent, and scary contents of 
TV programs, videotapes, websites, video games, magazines, tabloids, and billboards. As a result of this, it is not 
easy for adults to maintain a strong and stable memory, and correspondingly they are mostly destined to suffer from 
emotional instability and serious concentration and reasoning problems both in their profession and daily life. For 
example, Bushman’s (2005) study has revealed that watching violent television programs has detrimental effects on 
one’s memory. Similarly, Kiefer et al. (2007) conducted a study in neurophysiology which has demonstrated the 
serious effects of different emotional mood states on human cognition and memory. They found out that healthy 
memory and immediate recall is possible only by maintaining stable emotional mood states. Relatedly, as pointed 
out by Rosenfield (1988), emotional states are believed to play a critical role in memory and cognitive processes 
since they are capable of either hindering or facilitating the storage and retrieval of information. 
The common view that the average person uses only ten percent of his mind seems to be no longer supported, for 
Kahneman (1973) decades ago reported that human memory is actually limited. Furthermore, human memory is 
inclined to store bizarre experiences more than it does standard ones, and therefore mental pollutants occupy huge 
memory space and power. If we liken the human memory to computer memory, the difference in size of memory 
occupied by text or images becomes more quantifiable: even an iconified picture, such as the small logo of the 
computer game of a famous movie ‘Mortal Kombat’ takes at least 3KB of memory space. This small picture, which 
shows a Chinese dragon, is perhaps familiar to anyone who is interested in martial arts, especially youngsters. Even 
though very small and visually of low quality, it occupies 3494 bytes: that much memory, if it were used for storing 
text,  would  contain  approximately  100 English  words  with  up  to  four  synonyms for  each.  Imagine  the  brain  of  a  
person  whose  eyes  preprocess  and  send  images  of  previously  unseen  affective  pictures  to  the  brain,  which  finds  
them unique,  labels  them as  important  and stores  them away.  Even though the  brain  has  a  great  capacity  to  store  
data, the great size of the incoming data cannot be overestimated, given reports on how much people watch TV, play 
computer games, and surf on the internet. As an example, the survey results of Entertainment Software Association 
(2004), for instance, announced that the average age of video game players is 33 who spend nearly 7.5 hours per 
week in front of the monitor. According to Williams (2002) such video games and similar affective visual stimuli 
may leave little if any room in the brain when combined by lack of time or motivation to concentrate on any subject.  
The aim of the current study is to contribute to both learning and foreign language research from a cognitive and 
affective perspective by further confirming the hypothesis that the amount of exposure to mental pollution over the 
years may either hinder or facilitate learning of school subjects, in particular foreign language. It has been 
hypothesized that a group of EFL students’ poor performance in academic achievement and University Entrance 
Exam (YDS) may stem from long-term exposure to visual stimuli on various media products such as the TV 
programs, internet websites, iPod, Video games, DVD players, MP4, and billboards.  
2. Method 
2.1. Participants and setting 
A total of 47 university freshman students, 10 males and 37 females, whose age range was between 18 and 20, 
participated in this study. Based on their scores from the University Entrance Exam (YDS) 2010, they were enrolled 
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in  two  EFL  classes  at  a  private  University.  Class  A  included  12  students  with  100%  scholarship  as  well  as  12  
students with 50% scholarship; on the other hand, class B was made of 23 students who had to pay the tuition fee for 
their education. Students in class A had more than 60 correct answers out of 100 questions in YDS, whereas 
students  in  class  B  had  less  than  60  correct  answers  from  the  same  test.  The  idea  behind  sending  them  to  two  
different classes was to support class B with extra hours for one semester so that they could close the gap between 
their peers in class A. 
2.2. Data collection and analysis 
For the study, data was collected from the 47 freshman students in two classes through surveys based on 10 
questions.  In  the  survey  the  students  were  clearly  informed  they  had  to  answer  the  questions  by  taking  their  
complete high school time into consideration. The students were expected to write their answers and comments to 
the  printed  questions  on  the  survey  form  without  mentioning  their  names.  A  survey  was  preferred  to  an  oral  
interview with the anticipation that the students could express themselves more freely. Mostly, in interviews it is 
likely that the informants may not provide the true answers because of the interviewer’s presence. 
The forty-seven collected surveys were first carefully studied for numerical values necessary for SPSS 
calculations and statistical analysis. Accordingly, the survey results were analyzed and interpreted through T-tests, 
Pearson- correlations, and student comments only that because of space constraints student comments have been left 
out. 
3. Results  
This section includes the statistical results obtained from the SPSS program respectively in relation the survey 
questions in Table 1. In order to fit them into the tables below, some questions were shortened because of their 
length. 
Table 1. Survey questions and their numerical values.
1. N=47 Class A Class B 
2. Do you have a personal computer?  13* 20*
3. Do you have internet connection at home? 21* 18*
4. What is your high school mean?  4,13 2,97 
5. Do you have a personal TV set? 6* 11*
6. How many hours per week did you spend on internet? 6,92 12,18 
7. How many hours per week did you spend playing video games? 1,6 1,5 
8. How many hours per week did you spend on TV viewing? 5,6 14,95 
9. How many hours per week did you spend on free reading? 6,92 3,13 
10. How many hours per week did you spend shopping? 1,24 3,36 
11. How many hours per week did you spend on self study? 15,08 6,54 
* It implies ‘Yes’ to the pertinent question. 
Table 2. T-Test results in relation to having personal computer.
Group Statistics
Do you have 
a personal 
computer? N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
High-School mean? No 13 4,2662 ,53611 ,14869 
Yes 32 3,5459 ,86110 ,15222 
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Free reading hours per 
week? 
No 14 6,2857 3,70921 ,99133 
Yes 33 4,66677 4,31325 ,75084 
Self study hours per 
week? 
No 14 15,9286 8,51663 2,27616 
Yes 33 9,0303 6,23240 1,08492 
Table3. T-test for equality of means in relation to having personal computer.
Independent Samples Test
t-test for Equality of Means 
T df Sig. (2-tailed) 
High-School mean? Equal variances 
assumed 
2,793 43 ,008 
Free reading hours per week? Equal variances 
assumed 
1,224 45 ,227 
Self study hours per week? Equal variances 
assumed 
3,103 45 ,003 
The analysis of Table 2 and Table 3 shows a statistically significant t(43)=2,79 p=,008 between having personal 
computer and students’ high school mean. Both tables show that students with personal computers had a lower high 
school mean. Similarly, another statistically significant value t(45)=3,10 p=,003 is present between having a 
personal computer and students’ self study hour per week. It is apparent that students with personal computers spent 
less time studying. However, the same tables do not show a statistically significant relationship between having 
personal computer and student free reading hours per week. 






at home? N  Mean 
        Std. 
Deviation Std. Error Mean 
High-School  
mean? 
No 7 3,7286 ,80770 ,30528 
Yes 38 3,7587 ,85915 ,13937 
Free reading 
 hours per week? 
No 8 4,5000 3,85450 1,36277 
Yes 39 5,2821 4,26706 ,68328 
Self study hours 
 per week? 
No 8 10,5000 6,11789 2,16300 
Yes 39 11,2051 7,92790 1,26948 
Table 5: T-test for equality of means in relation to having internet connection at home.
Independent Samples Test
t-test for Equality of Means 
t df Sig. (2-tailed) 
High-School mean? Equal variances 
assumed 
-,086 43 ,932 
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Free reading hours per week? Equal variances 
assumed 
-,479 45 ,634 
Self study hours per week? Equal variances 
assumed 
-,237 45 ,814 
No statistical significance was noticed in Table 4 and Table 5 as for the relationship between having internet 
connection at home and the three conditions in the tables: high school mean, free reading, and self study. 
Table 6. T-test results in relation to having a personal TV set.
Group Statistics
Do you have 
a personal 
TV set? N Mean 
    Std. 
Deviation Std. Error Mean 
High-School mean? No 28 3,9707 ,83969 ,15869 
Yes 17 3,3971 ,73792 ,17897 
Free reading hours per 
week? 
No 30 6,0667 4,32262 ,78920 
Yes 17 3,5294 3,42997 ,83189 
Self study hours per 
week? 
No 30 13,4667 7,74033 1,41318 
Yes 17 6,8824 5,27829 1,28017 
Table 7. T-test for equality of means in relation to having a personal TV set.
Independent Samples Test
t-test for Equality of Means 
t df Sig. (2-tailed) 
High-School mean? Equal variances 
assumed 
2,322 43 ,025 
Free reading hours per week? Equal variances 
assumed 
2,075 45 ,044 
Self study hours per week? Equal variances 
assumed 
3,114 45 ,003 
Tables 6 and 7 report a statistically significant relationship between three conditions-high school mean, free 
reading, and self study- and having a personal TV set. It evident from the statistical values (t(43)=2,32 p=,025) that 
students with a personal TV set had a lower high school mean. Similarly, students’ who had their own TV set also 
reported less reading time: t (45)=2,07 p=,044. Also, the statistical analysis (t(45)=3,11 p=,003) indicates that 
students who had a TV set in their room were far less engaged in self study.




Internet hours  
per week? 
TV viewing 
 hours per week? 
Free reading 
hours per week?
High-School mean? Pearson Correlation 1 -,438** -,591** ,453** 
Sig. (2-tailed) ,003 ,000 ,002 
N 45 45 45 
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Internet hours per 
week? 
Pearson Correlation 1 ,319* -,275 
Sig. (2-tailed) ,029 ,061 
N 47 47 
TV viewing hours 
per week? 
Pearson Correlation 1 -,357* 
Sig. (2-tailed) ,014 
N 47 




**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
Table 8 shows a statistically significant correlation (r=-,438 and p=,003) between high school mean and hours 
per week spent on internet; only that it is inversely correlated. Likewise, a significant negative correlation (r=-,591 
and p=,000) has been found between high school mean and students’ weekly TV viewing. On the other hand, a 
positive correlation of statistical significance (r=,453 and p=,002) has been obtained from the relationship between 
high school mean and students’ involvement in weekly free reading. Furthermore, the same table shows another 
negative correlation of statistical significance (r=-,357 and p=,014) between TV viewing hours and free reading 
activity per week. In addition, we also observe a statistically significant positive correlation (r=,319 and p=,029) 
between students’ internet and TV viewing hours per week. 
                  Table 9. Pearson correlational analysis of student time spent on other leisure activities at home.
Correlations
Hours per week 
spent shopping? 
Hours per week 
spent on video 
games? Study hours per week? 
High-School mean? Pearson Correlation -,431** -,034 ,524**
Sig. (2-tailed) ,003 ,823 ,000 
N 45 45 45 
Internet hours per 
week? 
Pearson Correlation ,012 ,461** -,303*
Sig. (2-tailed) ,936 ,001 ,039 
N 47 47 47 
TV viewing hours per 
week? 
Pearson Correlation ,573** ,040 -,516**
Sig. (2-tailed) ,000 ,789 ,000 
N 47 47 47 
Free reading hours per 
week? 
Pearson Correlation -,384** -,173 ,469**
Sig. (2-tailed) ,008 ,245 ,001 
N 47 47 47 
Hours per week spent 
shopping? 
Pearson Correlation 1 -,131 -,306*
Sig. (2-tailed) ,380 ,036 
N 47 47 
Hours per week spent 
on video games? 
Pearson Correlation 1 -,109 
Sig. (2-tailed) ,467 
N 47 
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Study hours per week? Pearson Correlation 1
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
Table 9 provides a further correlational and statistical analysis of relationship between students’ time spent on 
diverse leisure activities and school achievement. The statistical values in the first row point out a negative 
correlation (r=-, 431 and p=,003) between students’ high school mean and hours per week spent on shopping. The 
same statistical value also indicates a significant positive correlation (r=,532 and p=,000) between students’ high 
school mean and study hours per week. Similarly, the second row points to a highly positive significant correlation 
(r=,461 and p=,001) between students’ hours spent on internet and video games. Not surprisingly, we notice an 
inverse or negative correlation of statistical value (r=-,303 and p=,039) between students’ internet and study hours 
per week. In the third row, Table 8 draws attention to a highly significant positive correlation (r=,573 and p=,000) 
between hours spent on TV viewing and shopping. The statistical values in the third row also indicate a significant 
negative correlation (r=-,516 and p=,000) between self study and TV viewing hours per week. We also learn from 
the statistically significant correlation (r=,469 and p=001) in the fourth row about the positive relationship between 
weekly free reading and study hours. Finally, the fifth row reports a significant negative correlation (r=-,036 and 
p=,0316) between weekly study and shopping hours.  
4. Discussion 
The aim of the present study was to investigate the long-term effects of mental pollution on language learning 
performance as reflected in high school means and YDS scores of EFL freshman students. The findings of the study 
seem to support the hypothesis that mental pollution ‘contamination of the mind by various forms of affective visual 
distractors, ranging in scope from violent or sexually suggestive images to comedic commercial advertisements and 
coming from a variety of media sources’ is likely to play an important role in general learning as well as foreign 
language learning (Cetin and Flamand, 2010:275). Table 1, a numerical summary of students’ leisure activities 
during their high school education, shows students’ possible exposure to mental pollution along these four years. It 
is  apparent  from the  same table  that  students  in  class  B had lower  high  school  mean (m=2,29)  and fewer  correct  
answers (below 60) in the foreign language test of YDS than class A made up of top students. On the other hand, the 
same class B students spent an average of 12,18 hours per week on internet and 14,95 hours on TV viewing, which 
can be interpreted as more exposure to mental pollution. 
In contrast to class B, students in class A spent less time on both internet (6,92 hours per week) and TV viewing 
(5,6 hours per week) but instead more time to self study (15,08 hours per week) and free reading (6,92 hours per 
week). It can be assumed that students in class A were less subject to mental pollution because of their limited time 
in front of the TV or computer monitor and therefore attained a higher high school mean. In the same way, students 
in class B spent twice as much time shopping than class A students, which can mean that class B students were more 
subject to mental pollution available on shop windows, shopping items, catalogues, and billboards. Therefore, we 
may conclude that years of exposure to mental pollutants either on TV screen, computer monitor, or billboards could 
have negative effects on students’ cognitive aptitude in class B. Without denying the crucial role of several social, 
psychological, biological, and cognitive factors responsible for learning ability or disability, this present study aims 
to broaden the spectrum of other alternative competing factors like mental pollutants. 
This study is in support of Krashen’s (1985) ‘Affective Filter Hypothesis’ which states that flow of input is 
blocked from reaching Language Acquisition Device (LAD) in states of high anxiety, lack of motivation and low 
self-confidence. The results of this study may also elaborate on Affective filter Hypothesis by bringing further 
affective variables such as mental pollutants to the reader’s attention. Mental pollutants depending on their amount, 
frequency, content, and size indeed may act like a high affective filter which may not only hinder learning but also 
reduce memory processes and performance. Accordingly, the students in class A had a higher school achievement 
because of their limited access to possible resources of mental pollution. 
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Actually, the obstructive impact of various distracting factors like TV or radio broadcast on academic 
achievement has been so far the subject of many studies (Krupski, 1980; Fenker, 1981; Miller & Weiss, 1982; Keith, 
1986; Cool, Runde, & Keith, 1994). As an example, Keith (1986) suggests that successful learning takes place in 
conditions which largely avoid TV, radio, and phones since they have negative interference effects. Therefore, this 
current study further contributes to the research on the relationship between TV viewing and learning since overdose 
of mental pollutants can act like distractors. In support of this, the findings of the present study indicated an inverse 
relationship between TV viewing along with internet use and academic achievement. 
The subjects of the present study was limited to only 47 EFL freshman university students around the age of 19–
20; thus, further studies in other disciplines, populations, and settings based on diverse forms of mental pollutants 
may come up with different results . Since a number of technological tools such as internet, cable TV, Play station, 
mp4 players, and mobile phones have become a part of the present life, more research is required on their influence 
to learning, particularly foreign language learning. 
5. Conclusion 
The results of the present study show that rather than age mental pollution can be an explanatory reason for 
foreign language failure of many adult learners. Accordingly, the implications of this study are rather thought-
provoking and call for further research to explore the extent to which mental pollutants influence learning of foreign 
languages and other disciplines such as math, science, history, geography, and so on. This study, based on survey 
questions, points out that academic achievement and foreign language performance are strongly related to leisure 
activities like TV viewing, internet surfing, and shopping, all of which are rich sources of mental pollution. 
Therefore, awareness of mental pollution at all age levels is necessary: otherwise, many of us will continue to 
complain about memory weakness and how forgetful we are. 
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